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To Mary Black



PART I



Stepping onto the ship, Anne feels a wave of relief. In fact she feels – imagines she feels, because how could it be true on a ship the size of a tower block, tethered in the flat oily filth of the harbour? – imagines she feels the iron deck rise a little, like a tiny indrawn breath, to meet her falling foot. Imagines she feels the movement of the sea, after the stillness of the land. Imagines, as she imagines the sea lifts her, that it will be all right.

Her cabin is above deck, as promised, but inside it’s strangely dark – a reddish gloom, light through a closed eyelid. When the steward has put down her cases and unnecessarily pointed out the shower, Anne hands him the folded 1000-naira note she’s been clutching in her pocket, and shuts the door after him. Why is the room so dark? The window seems to be blocked by something; she stares out and realises it is the red side of a container, no more than twelve inches from her window. By craning her neck right back she can just glimpse a crack of sky above it. Perhaps they’ll move it, maybe it’s waiting to be stored below. There’s an odd smell, cleaning fluid and disinfectant covering something else – something that sticks unpleasantly at the back of her throat. She runs her fingers around the window frame looking for a way to open it, but there’s none.

The cabin has twin beds with matching flowery covers, big ugly round flowers like cartwheels, in turquoise and deeper blue. An anonymous room, with practical grey fleck carpet, and a framed picture of a sailing ship on an implausibly blue sea hanging over the bed she chooses, the one in the corner away from the bathroom.

Anne stows Father’s case in the wardrobe, and opens up her own. There are two plastic bags of dirty washing. She felt awkward about letting the houseboy do it, and couldn’t do it herself because of the houseboy. But there must be a laundry room on board.

Not yet. She sits on the bed, empty hands on her knees. Her instinct is to go straight out on deck, out of the artificially lit dimness of this cabin – but things are still being loaded, she can hear the shouts of men – the sailors, the dockers. She might be in the way on deck, they might stare at her. Better to wait here until they sail. Anne suddenly visualises the crowded rails of a passenger ship, tiny figures leaning over to shout and wave goodbye, the answering calls and waves from the shore, the blue sea widening between them. There is no one here to wave her off.

She swivels round and swings her legs up onto the bed, leaning back against the wall. The stopping, being at the end of the list of things to do, is bewildering. Since she left home – since the morning of Matthew Afigbo’s phone call whenever it was, ten days ago – things that must be done have made stepping stones. She had to fly to Lagos, had to bury Father, had to clear his things; the past three days have been consumed entirely in begging and bribing her way onto this ship. To reach this empty space.

The only time she’s cried has been out of sheer weariness and frustration when the big uniformed man told her the body must be sent home for burial, burial of a British tourist in Nigeria not being permitted. But he wasn’t a tourist, she argued.

‘He came here about a church exchange – and he worked here before, he worked here for ten years—’

The big man shook his head. ‘Tourist visa. Your passport?’ He stared at her photo then looked at her suspiciously. ‘You were born in Nigeria? You live in UK?’

‘Yes, that’s what I’m saying, my father worked here years ago …’

Sweat glistened in the rolls of the official’s neck above his khaki collar, and the little fan on his desk made slow eddies in the hot thick air. A part of her brain observed that its whirring motor was generating heat of its own which its spinning blades struggled to dispel; its functions cancelled one another out, leaving only the by-product noise. The fat man shook his head, the interview was over. When she got out of the room, hunching her shoulders and sliding her hands into her pockets, she touched the roll of notes Matthew had made her count out – the bribe she should have offered. And tears rose to her eyes.

Matthew had sorted it out; requesting an interview the following morning, wearing his dog collar and neat black suit, delicately placing the cash on the edge of the big man’s desk as they sat down; nodding to Anne to hand over her father’s passport, although she knew there could be no official reason on earth why she must surrender Father’s passport to this pig.

She can’t sit in this strangely smelling darkened room all day. It’s hot everywhere – of course – but at least out there there may be a breath of wind, or a hint of coolness off the water. She takes Father’s case out of the wardrobe again, and removes the faded blue cloth-bound book on which he has printed NIGERIA. She found it on his bedside table, among his sparse belongings in Matthew’s guest room. It’s old – dating from her parents’ arrival in Nigeria, before she was even born. It will tell her, perhaps, what neither of them would ever tell: what happened there to smash the idyll of her early years. His elegant flowing script fills the pages, the same utterly distinctive writing he has been sending her in his fortnightly letters ever since she left home. Writing she still considers grown-up, formed, in contrast to her own rounded primary-teacher script. It is as familiar as his speaking voice. She could no more leave it unread than put the phone down on him.

Taking the old diary and Father’s hat she braves the deck, turning left to head for the rail on the side away from the dock. She threads her way between containers, expecting any moment to be turned back or forbidden, but there’s no one here. Between the last container and the rail she finds a space a couple of yards wide, shaded by the container. The rumble of the crane, and dockers’ shouts and cries, are all away behind her. She leans on the rail. Every kind of rubbish floats on the oily water; she stands staring down at it blankly, nostrils wrinkling at the smell, both more disgusting and more reassuringly real than that inside the cabin. She is suspended until the ship moves; it is no-time, like waiting in an airport.

Coming here hasn’t helped anyone. Matthew could have buried Father more efficiently without her, could have bundled up the books and papers and air-freighted his case back to England. She could have taught the last week of term, and been there for the Christmas play. And she has taken up Matthew’s time and worried him with her decision to go home by boat.

‘It’s a long time at sea, Anne. You’ll be lonely. It would be better to get back to your routine.’

She couldn’t explain to him that she needs to be lonely, she needs to be outside her routine, she needs to find out what she feels. If Father has really gone (of course he’s gone, she tells herself furiously. You think he’s going to ring and say it’s a mistake?) then what will her life be like?

It is childish and ridiculous, of course she has a life of her own, work, friends, her house; her routine, as Matthew says, to turn to for comfort. But now there must be a space. She recognises the impulse to go by sea as somehow connected to the stubbornness Father has always filled her with. It isn’t rational. The rudder is unseen, it steers down below the surface.

And it would have been impossible not to come. A man’s child should be at his funeral, she thinks. But he doesn’t know she was there, it’s a fictional transaction; she must derive satisfaction from knowing that if he had been able to know she was there then he would have been pleased. From knowing she has done the right thing although nobody is there to see it. ‘God sees.’ Oh yeah. She still feels that hot smarting adolescent resentment at what he has instilled in her, the nasty little judging eye. Well, are You satisfied? I came to Lagos and buried him. It has been horrible. I’ve buried both of them now, OK?

Once the ship begins to move her life will begin.

‘G’day.’ A man has come around the container behind her; middle-aged, tall, a sheaf of papers in his hands – official. He extends a hand. ‘Robbie Boyle. First mate.’

She tries to place his accent. South African? ‘Hello. Anne Harrington. I’m a passenger.’

‘I know.’

Of course. There are only three passengers, the retired couple and her. Every member of the crew will know. Will she be the only not-old woman, and all these men? She can feel heat spreading across her face and neck, suddenly imagines the crew going about their business, glancing up surreptitiously at the passengers coming aboard – then meeting each other’s eyes and winking. They might run a sweepstake on how many of them can make it with a likely female, they might joke about her in their quarters at night …

Why is she thinking this? She’s thirty-seven, for god’s sake. The first mate stands before her with a quizzical smile, she can feel him watching her traffic-light face. She turns quickly back to the rail, but he takes a step closer. There’s an awful little silence and she can’t stop herself glancing round to see what he’s doing behind her. Copying onto his papers a number stamped on the container. Why’s it taking so long? He is standing slightly too close. This is in her imagination. He speaks as he writes.

‘There’s more space on the upper deck – sun loungers and stuff up there.’

The questioning inflection gives him away. Australian. ‘I’m sorry, shouldn’t I be—’

‘No, you can stay here, no worries. You’ve got the run of the ship pretty much – want me to give you a tour sometime?’

‘Thank you.’

‘OK. When we get under way.’ He gives a quick nod, then he goes.

The man was simply being polite. Probably passengers are his responsibility. He’ll think she is ridiculous. Why did she have to blush?

In the evening there’s a meal where the captain welcomes them. They’re still in dock – waiting, he says, for a tug to take them out. He’s a small squat toad-shaped German with very precise English; he introduces four other officers, including the first mate she has met, and Mr and Mrs Malone, the other passengers.

Mrs Malone is tiny, with a fluffed-up halo of thinning pinky-red hair and circles of rouge on her soft wrinkled cheeks. She darts across to sit by Anne.

‘We girls had better stick together here!’ and Anne is assailed by the choking fumes of her hairspray, and then more gently enveloped by her flowery sweet scent. Mr Malone, tall and hunched, sits opposite. He has a gaunt, striking face with a long purple birthmark covering half his nose and his left cheek.

Mrs Malone talks. Words bubble from her lips as Anne eats; occasionally Anne turns her head to glance at her, at her animated little monkey-face with its strange crimson lips whose colouring has run along the little lines and wrinkles that radiate out from her mouth. Mrs Malone talks for the table, as the captain stiffly nods, and her husband glares at Anne, and two of the officers conduct a subdued argument in German. First mate Robbie seems to raise his eyebrows and half smile at Anne, but she quickly looks away. Mrs Malone is talking about ships. Her husband adores ships. Cargo ships, of course, working ships, not those nasty great floating nightclubs for tourists with too much money. ‘Six restaurants, gym and sauna, cinemas, why d’they go to sea at all?’

Anne nods distractedly, suddenly finding her chicken in lemon sauce inedible. They go on those big ships for anonymity, of course. How will she be able to avoid Ellie Malone? But Ellie is already turning her twinkling face to the captain.

‘On a working ship they know how to look after their passengers, don’t you, captain?’

He grimaces gallantly, and makes his escape when a vacant-looking youth in white begins to remove their dinner plates. Anne clutches her half-full plate for a moment then forces herself to let it go. You don’t have to eat everything. You don’t have to. But it is a bad omen.

‘Always a treat getting to know real sailors,’ Ellie confides to Anne. ‘What they’ve not seen wouldn’t fill the back of a postage stamp.’

Her cutlery gone, Anne has nothing to fiddle with, and struggles and fails to make sense of this remark or find any response at all to it. She gives Ellie a foolish smile.

‘And Christmas – you’ll have the best Christmas of your life on board, Anne, trust me. No cooking, no clearing up, no awkward relatives – and naval men, well, they do know how to celebrate, don’t they Philip?’

Anne stares at Mr Malone who nods briefly and continues to pare slivers of cheese from the array on the board between them. These are not naval men, it’s a commercial shipping line – but it doesn’t matter. Christmas.

The word has conjured an image of Father in his freshly laundered surplice, standing in the pulpit at St Luke’s. The vases either side of the altar are full of scarlet-berried holly and fat white chrysanthemums; all around the church the candles flicker and glow in the silence. It is the one service of his that she attends in the year. She watches the smile grow on his face as he stares at his congregation, watches his arms rise like angel’s wings as if he would embrace the whole church, the whole world. ‘Unto us a child is born. Let us give thanks.’

Her eyes suddenly sting and fill, but she can blink it back. A child is born. What did she think? That she would have a child before he died? Nonsense. Nonsense. It makes her furious. He was giving thanks for Baby Jesus, Anne. In his pretty little away-in-a-manger, while kindly shepherds washed their socks in the O little town of Bethlehem. There’s only her now. No Father, no mother, no brother no sister. There’s only her at the end of the line failing to extend it into the future.

He would have liked a grandchild, he would have baptised it and given thanks.

What sentimental tosh. He couldn’t even be bothered with his own child at Christmas when she was little. She searches her childhood memory: there’s one, can it have been their last Nigerian Christmas? Wasn’t she too young then to remember? She can feel it, though, reaching out to the top of the prickly tree from the height of Father’s shoulders, to balance a tiny doll up there, a doll whose frock matched hers – a doll Amoge made. After he and Mum split up she never even saw him at Christmas, not for years, and later it was only the ritual Boxing Day visit to her grandparents. Why imagine what he would have liked when it’s you that wants, Anne, it’s your eyes that fill up at ‘unto us a child is born’. It’s nothing to do with Father.

Christmas, its awful cloying power: church, Baby, family, her anger at her own inability always to reject the fraud of it and simply tell him she’d prefer to spend the week on her own. No, she would always be sucked into it, handing round mince pies to the choir, tearful in the church, smiling and raging at the false celebration and at her own lack of any other; able even less to escape once he retired, dragged back with him into the kindly cosy world of St Luke’s and its bittersweet Christmas rituals.

No need now. No need now. She is on this ship to sail through Christmas like a circus dog through a paper hoop. There will be no Christmas, let Ellie twitter as much as she likes. Anne will spend Christmas staring at the sea.

There is nothing on the table she wants to eat or drink, already she knows she’s a little giddy from the wine; she can haul herself to her feet, nod at Ellie Malone’s smiley painted face and half raise her hand in farewell whilst turning, not looking to see if any of the officers are watching, to get herself out of the dining room. She’s exhausted but it’s all right; there’s nothing to do, she’s not accountable to anyone here. She is setting sail on her own. And there’s an undertow, on which she’s riding now, which is making her limbs weak and her eyes blurry, which is bearing her into oblivious sleep.

Anne wakes suddenly, to pitch darkness, head full of grinding noise. She thinks the cicadas have gone mad – turns to look through the window above Father’s bed, where for the past nine nights she has lain watching the moving lights of planes coming into Lagos out of the thick dark sky – then realises she is on the ship.

The noise must be engines. She feels for the lamp switch and the room leaps into place. 01.58, says her clock. She pulls on clothes and sandals and quietly lets herself out of the cabin, making her way between the dark hulks of the containers towards the ship’s rail. She can feel the vibration of the engines through her feet and has a flash again of that sudden excitement of stepping aboard. The ship is moving. And coming to the rail, suddenly the sea is open and silvered before her, covered in moonlight, with a cluster of yellow harbour lights on black falling away to the left. As her eyes adjust the misty moonlight seems brighter and brighter, shining over a sea of mercury, flooding the opaque sky with pale light. The boat seems to move very fast, charging through the water, the shore lights dropping away even as she watches. Ahead is nothing but emptiness, a flat silvery plain.

The surface of the sea is metal, a fine foil; it undulates gently but never breaks, a lid hiding whatever is beneath. She imagines the things beneath, living things that eat each other, the seabed littered with bones of fish and empty shells and pearls; old oil cans and the glint of treasure and rusting metal of wrecks. A mirror image of the world above, she thinks, full of pursuit and capture, sex and death. They have put Father’s coffin in a hole in the ground. Because they arrived two hours late at the graveyard, thanks to the road block and traffic jams, the gravedigger had gone, leaving a spade standing in the heap of earth to one side of the hole. And she and Matthew took turns to shovel earth over the coffin. It was a relief to have a good reason for sweating.

She should have brought Father on the ship, to be buried at sea. Imagine sliding him from the deck, to crash through that molten surface and disappear into another element. Instead of mundanely putting him in a hole and scraping earth on top – imagine slipping him into a world as wide and deep as the one he’s lived in, imagine him floating and twirling down towards the depths, coming to rest at last amongst rocks and weeds and lurking sightless fish; imagine him rocking slightly, just a touch, with the deep swell of the sea. Instead of lying inert and weighted down by earth, to be baked by tomorrow’s sun.

He’s gone to his heaven, she reminds herself. It had better be true. Not in the earth, not in the sea, but in some mysterious golden space, some place of light and splendour. Irritation rises in Anne’s throat. He’s under that inadequate scraping of earth, why does he have to pretend otherwise? He is there like a pet hamster buried in the garden.

She takes a deep breath of the clean dark air. He’s that small. As she stares at the expanse of the sea, her life shrinks to proper proportions, as the harbour lights have shrunk and dwindled to nothing behind her. Above the silver featureless horizon is the great pale reach of the moonlit sky. For a moment she can see Goya’s mezzotint Colossus filling it, sitting hunched on the edge of the world, his broad back silvered by moonlight, his sad puzzled outcast face peering back and up over his gigantic shoulder, up into the heavens. The human ant dwellings that lie scattered across the black earth behind him are neither bad nor good, neither protected nor in danger; they are simply insignificant.

And now it is surprisingly cool; the first time in ten days she’s felt cool. She turns and heads for the lit doorway leading to the little passenger lounge and stairs down (companionways? Why? Do you go down them in search of companions?) She is wide awake now, and reluctant to return to the confinement of her cabin; it is pitch-black at night because of the container blocking her window. It defeats the point of the cabin being on deck. In the morning she should ask them to move it. Even a few inches would be better.

She heads down the narrow metal stairs, six steps and a turn, six more to the deck below, relishing the emptiness of the ship. There are little signs in the stairwells – Dining Room and Library, B deck; Purser’s Office, C deck. Laundry is on D deck. At the bottom of the last flight of stairs she pushes through the heavy door onto the corridor. It’s painted grey, the bare metal floor rings under her feet. It feels as if she has strayed into a working area where passengers are not allowed. The doors on either side of the corridor are blank, not named or numbered, all painted the same dark green. It makes her think of a submarine, of hunched men in uniforms sitting watching each other, ears strained for the slightest sound … waiting. What is behind all these doors? Suddenly on her left, Laundry. She pushes the door and is immediately in the warm familiar smell of soap powder and dryers. One dryer is on, the clothes inside flying round lethargically, flopping against the glass. Three old-fashioned toploading washing machines stand with their lids up. They look like Mum’s washing machine, that tall heavy slab of a thing that used to make the whole kitchen vibrate when it was spinning. She can see Mum’s face, screwed up in a half-laughing grimace, trying to make herself heard over the deafening spin cycle.

The washer has gone; the kitchen has gone; Mum has gone. Anne looks at the churning dryer and realises that someone will probably return to fetch their clothes quite soon. Of course, sailors work all night, they work shifts – watches. The sense of men crawling from their bunks and dressing and hurrying to the engine room or bridge, peering into the darkness and cradling a mug of tea between their hands, glancing across lit panels of instruments and gauges, gives Anne a sudden warm feeling. They keep the ship humming on its way through the night. They make the night safe. Like parents used to.

She doesn’t want to meet the man whose clothes are drying. She leaves the laundry and is puzzled for a moment over which way to turn. Left? Right? The corridor stretches away, exactly identical to either side. As she hesitates, there’s a movement at the end of the corridor to her left. She doesn’t want to meet anyone now. They would think it strange, her wandering the ship in the middle of the night. She turns right and hurries along the corridor, looking for the heavy swing door. The person behind her is running. She can hear his bare feet slapping against the iron floor. He’s running after her. She freezes, and glances back. The man immediately slows to a walk; his right hand is half raised as if to wave to her, or beckon. As he gets closer his walk becomes more and more hesitant. She makes herself turn fully to face him, waiting.

‘Please …’ The man stops. He gestures back in the direction he has come from. ‘Please?’ He is the first black crew member she has seen. He’s panting and sweating from his run. ‘Can you help?’

‘I’m a passenger,’ Anne says stupidly. She can’t help, whatever it is, he should find another sailor. He’s standing there staring and pointing, his breath coming harshly in the stillness of the corridor – the empty silence stretches away to either side of them. Through the corner of her eye Anne realises the door to the stairs is just behind her. ‘I’m sorry – I shouldn’t be here, I’m just a passenger.’ As she speaks she’s turning, bolting, shoving her way through the door. She’s running up the stairs as if he might chase after her. When she reaches the upper deck she stands still and listens, holding her breath. Nothing. He hasn’t come onto the stairs.

She pushes out onto the cool of the deck. He should look for someone else who knows about whatever it is. She wouldn’t have been any use anyway. She unlocks the door of her cabin. With the lamp glowing and her books on the bedside table it looks like a haven. She quickly locks herself in and gets back into bed. It’s a while before she can stop shivering.

When her hands are steadier she reaches out and picks up Father’s diary. In the small sweet circle of lamplight, she folds it back at the first page.


January 20, 1962


Oji Bend, Eastern Region, Nigeria

It was dark when we arrived and since we were already late, we were taken immediately to meet Karl at his bungalow. Sad to say my anxieties about him were justified almost immediately; both Miriam and I were embarrassed by the insensitive way he speaks about the Africans. I can’t imagine it will be possible to work here without challenging the more rigid of his assumptions and trying to bring a much-needed breath of fresh air to the mission. He’s even older than I imagined, and rather restrained, both in speech and movement, as if he has to conserve his energy. A mass of white hair and an incredibly weather-beaten face, like a wild old sailor. His bungalow is spartan, bare breeze block with piles of books and papers but very little in the way of furniture. We spent the evening on hard chairs at his dining table, after the most bone-shaking drive I ever hope to endure.

From the beginning: we docked at Port Harcourt Tuesday evening; stayed on board for the night and caught the train early morning. Mangrove swamps at Port Harcourt, then flat rather desolate-looking cleared and semi-cleared areas, with makeshift dwellings of packing cases and corrugated tin, giving way to bush, the river Imo, views of rutted paths and tracks through the undergrowth, occasional clusters of naked children waving solemnly at the train.

On the train the humid heat was intolerable, and the stiff nap of the upholstery horribly prickly and irritating, even through a cotton shirt. We were both drenched in sweat for the entire journey (which took longer than I had calculated; it is only 140 miles to Enugu, but there was an inexplicably lengthy unscheduled halt in dense bush some miles outside Aba).

Our discomfort was increased by the fact that our water bottles, which had been filled for us on the boat, were nowhere to be found in our hand luggage. I told Miriam there was bound to be someone selling drinks on a station platform soon enough, but she raised the spectre of typhoid, and insisted we drag out the two big trunks from the luggage compartment and block the corridor with them while we looked for the wretched bottles. Eventually she found them in the grey trunk which she claims I had open last night to look for the binoculars. I didn’t say anything, but in point of fact, she is just as likely as I to have slipped them into the trunk, in the last-minute tidying of our cabin. Anyway, I wasn’t about to have our journey spoiled by such pettiness, so I gave her a kiss and we made up.

Enugu is a beautiful town, positioned between green rolling hills, with waving palm trees and a wide sandy river at its centre. But it was when we drew out of the town I think that the thrill of where we are really hit us both. After some distance on a surfaced road (the delightfully named Abakaliki road) we turned off onto a track. And there’s nothing – just bush with clusters of palm trees, or grassy open scrubland with the odd cultivated patch of maize; women walking along the dirt road with huge piles of goods balanced on their heads, or sitting at the roadside with a few bunches of bananas or yams to sell. Bicycles wobbling off along side paths to hidden villages; other cars a rarity. We stopped to clear spatterings of squashed insects from the windscreen, and bought orange juice from a sweet-faced girl who squeezed the oranges for us into rather grubby plastic beakers. The end-of-the-day heat lay thickly over the land, I could see the perspiration trickling down between her beautifully pointed breasts. Poor Miriam’s face was a blotchy beetroot-red. She seemed perfectly happy to drink from the beaker, I noticed, despite her earlier anxieties about typhoid.

By the last stage of the journey we were exhausted; keeping the windows up against the dust and baking in our own heat. If the mission car ever had springs they were destroyed years ago – the ruts jarred through every bone in our bodies.

Karl poured us drinks then left us to deal with someone who had come to the kitchen door. We sipped, and smiled at each other, and I felt an incredible relief that we are, finally, here, after all these weeks of preparations. In the quiet we could hear strange night-time sounds from outdoors, squawks of birds and, perhaps, monkeys; the continuous whirring of cicadas. For the first time I noticed the thick moist earthy scent of the air.

During our meal, while a silent and rather frightened-looking houseboy came and went with food, I extracted something of the story of the mission from Karl. He’s been in Nigeria since 1928, came over by boat from Liverpool and worked at a station on the Cross River for a while before moving up country to Umuahia and then out here – where there was nothing. Their first church was a mud hut with a palm mat roof that blew off in every storm. Miriam was curious to know how he’d got his original foothold in the villages.

‘Education,’ he said. ‘They all want education.’

I knew she was hoping for more detail but she wouldn’t press him, so I asked whether he had come here on his own.

‘No, no, I brought two catechists with me from Umuahia. Jacob’s still with us, you’ll meet him in the morning. Mission boys, twins – you know what they used to do with twins?’

I had read this somewhere, but Miriam shook her head.

‘They’re supposed to be unlucky. They dump them in the bush to die. Jacob and Esau were taken in at three days old.’

I glanced up at the houseboy, embarrassed for him, but he appeared to be more concerned with dismembering the chicken than with tales of the iniquities of his people. Karl and his twins convinced two villages of the need for a school; once the boys started asking to be baptised, parental converts followed, and they built the church on the current site between the villages in 1949. The CMS wanted Karl to move on, apparently, and leave Jacob and Esau in charge. ‘The numbers game,’ he said. ‘They wanted me to start another bush school further out, before the Catholics got there. Too many Catholics in Eastern Region. D’you know a lot of the Ibos think the Virgin Mary is a fertility goddess?’

‘But wouldn’t that have been good for Jacob and Esau? To be left in charge of the schools and the church?’

I hadn’t meant to raise it so early, but it was the thing that had disturbed me most about Karl when we were told about our posting. He’s been here at Oji Bend for twenty years (give or take a few years during the war). The only thing that makes sense in Africa today is for us to pass on skills and move out, especially since Independence. To hand responsibility back to the people. Why has he clung to it?

I don’t think he sensed the criticism, because he replied easily enough that he’d wanted to get Standard 5 and 6 classes going so children could finish their primary education locally, and that the volume of medical problems he’d encountered made it imperative to establish a clinic on the station.

Miriam asked if he had medical training and he laughed grimly and said no but he’d been brought up on a farm.

‘The sort of medicine I’ve practised has been rudimentary, Mrs Harrington, it’s mainly consisted of not actively harming the patient, which is what the local custom frequently seems to demand.’ He went on to describe a woman with a breech birth whom he insisted on helping after the village had left her for dead. Difficulty in labour, he told us, was regarded as punishment for sexual transgression (this is one I’ve not heard before). He claimed the woman’s relatives were slapping her face and spitting on her, while she thrashed about screaming with the pain of her contractions.

Miriam glanced at me and raised her eyebrows. His assumptions about the barbarity of indigenous customs date him more strikingly than anything else. One of the little projects Miriam and I have in mind is collection and identification of whatever plants and herbs the Ibos use for medicinal purposes, with reports on their efficacy. Many, I’m sure, are at least as effective as western medicine, although a man of Karl’s generation would probably find that hard to imagine. Miriam kindly asked him if he thought the success of the clinic had helped to create new converts.

‘Obviously. It’s an easy trick – cure a man’s child, he’ll give you his soul – even Christ stooped to miracles.’

I found his cynicism rather distasteful. He looked at me then carried on.

‘Of course they convert. They want white man’s power, white man’s juju.’

I said jokingly that that sounded quite Victorian, but he was not in the least abashed.

‘They see our wealth, medicine, weapons, power – how can they get some of what we’ve got? Must be the white man’s god.’

Miriam cut in. ‘You really think people convert to Christianity out of greed for material things?’

‘That’s not what I said. It’s like plants growing to face the sun. They’re looking where the power is. Not just material – political, cultural, spiritual. They want the god for powerful people.’

‘You must find that very depressing.’

I thought she sounded rather sharp, so I laughed again and reminded him that we were both tired from our journey.

‘Yes,’ he said to Miriam, as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘Sometimes I do. And then something reminds me that He works in mysterious ways. Perhaps people always convert for the wrong reasons; but once they’re in the church, fortunately some of them do seem to find the right ones.’

She put down her knife and fork. ‘What would you say those are?’

‘Compassion. Tolerance. The love that passeth all understanding.’

I thought then that he’s a rather manipulative man; a thought which has been reinforced by subsequent dealings with him. He himself speaks Ibo fluently but when I asked him about finding a teacher for Miriam and myself he claimed there was absolutely no need.

‘Fifteen years ago, yes – or even five – but everyone speaks English now. And if they don’t, they need to learn.’

‘But I would like to speak Ibo.’

‘There are better uses for your time.’

As I said to Miriam afterwards, that is about control. If he can understand the villagers and we can’t, he will remain in a stronger position. He seems to forget he’s about to retire and that it’s our job to actually pass Oji Bend back to the locals. When I raised the subject of the school he said we would talk about it in the morning.

‘And the doctor?’ I knew Miriam was disappointed not to have met him.

‘Paul will be in his clinic at seven.’ Karl stood up, and the servant began to clear the table. ‘Don’t let yourself be disturbed by his manner.’

‘His manner?’

I touched Miriam’s elbow to indicate to her that we should go, but she remained seated, staring at the old missionary.

‘He prefers his own company. But a good doctor.’

He shook hands with us at the door but turned away and closed it before we had even gone down the steps – leaving us in such thick darkness that I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. We stood for a moment waiting for our eyes to adjust; despite the heat, there seemed to be thick cloud obscuring all the stars.

‘Old pig,’ whispered Miriam. I put my hand over her mouth, and we both had a fit of the giggles.

‘This way, Mister David, sir.’ The anxious houseboy, visible as a darker shadow behind a wavering torch, materialised to lead us through the cloying darkness to our bungalow, where a lamp glowed softly from one window.

‘Luke been wait you on veranda, sir.’ He melted away before I could even thank him, and as we made our way up the dim steps a figure on the veranda rose to meet us.

‘Luke Okeke, sir, missus, houseboy very please meet you.’

There was nothing to do but allow him to show us into the bungalow, where our cases stood neatly in the hall; round the kitchen, dining room, bedroom, bathroom and tiny study, like the set of an old film, in the trembling glow of the tilley lamp he carried. He walked barefoot, quite silently, a tall thin young man with a huge grin on his face – he seemed personally delighted to see us. ‘I bring you breakfast six o’clock, sir?’

‘Yes, thank you very much, Luke. Goodnight.’ I wasn’t sure where he would be sleeping but he let himself out and disappeared silently down the veranda steps. We stood there with our arms around each other, feeling the soft silence of the house settling, grateful to be alone.

‘You’ll tell Karl when you speak to him in the morning?’

‘Of course.’ We’d discussed the whole issue of servants before we left England; neither of us can stand the idea.

‘This is a lot nicer than Karl’s house.’ It is true; the walls are plastered and the whole place is newer and fresher. I wonder if it has been done because they know we are recently married. In the bedroom we knelt and prayed for His blessing on our work here, before crawling under the white swathes of mosquito netting, and cuddling together in the strange bed.

I raised the servant question with Karl first thing next day, and he looked at me rather contemptuously, I thought. ‘Is Luke unsatisfactory?’

‘Of course not. But we’re quite capable of looking after ourselves. It seems to me to be demeaning for a black man to—’

‘If Luke isn’t employed by you then he must leave the mission compound.’

I didn’t understand the significance of this, nor indeed see why it should be laid at my door.

‘His parents are dead. He came to the mission school with his cousins but when he chose to be baptised his uncle told him he’d better stay with us. He’s trying to save money to go to secondary school.’

‘Surely he could find something better paid than houseboy.’

‘Such as?’

How could I know, I’d been in the place less than twenty-four hours.

‘We employ servants here for a number of different reasons. Firstly, most of them are very much in need of the work and accommodation; secondly, neither Paul nor I have a wife.’

‘Miriam’s work is not to wait on me.’

‘I’m sure it’s not. But I wonder if you can appreciate the quantity of domestic work there is to do in a house with no electricity – no washing machine, vacuum cleaner, electric iron, cooker …’

‘If the Nigerians can manage I’m sure we can.’

‘You know Luke has to boil and filter all your water, do you? And do your shopping, of course. We have dried and tinned goods by six-weekly order from Umuahia. The rest has to be bought at the Monday or Wednesday morning markets, both held during your and Miriam’s working hours.’

‘What is he paid?’

‘Twelve shillings a week. And his board and lodging, the hut he shares with my boy Saul. I think you’ll find it’s a perfectly good arrangement.’

Miriam and I have gone over it every which way. Neither of us wants to exploit him. The wages are laughable, for full-time work. But low as they are, we can ill afford them; we’ve budgeted the use of our joint income down to the last penny, including savings for travel and for when we go home. On the other hand, he does seem genuinely enthusiastic, and obviously takes a pride in what he does – he presented me with my breakfast today with a real flourish.

‘Imagine him doing the washing by hand,’ Miriam whispered. ‘Has he got to wash our underwear? It’s disgusting.’

I can’t see any way out of it. Especially not if it would cause him to lose his home in the compound. Miriam is not at all happy.

January 29, 1962

Lists of things to do; there is so much to do it comes crowding in at me like the landscape through a speeding car’s windscreen, rushes at me, flies past, and I’m forgetting it already because of the new things that are here to do.

Early morning’s the best time; sunrise is at six and then the light is golden and the air cool and refreshing, full of promise.

Miriam can’t sleep under that mosquito net, she says she can’t breathe. I’m going to rig up screens across the window and fireplace (needs doing anyway, a thousand flying ants came down the chimney last night to plaster themselves to the lamps), tell Luke to keep the bedroom door shut, and come in here before bedtime to swat any that have managed to get in. She’s been crawling out from under the net at night and her wrists and ankles are a mass of bites. Sometimes she really is her own worst enemy. It is close at night but I can’t say it affects my sleep, I’ve been up before six the past couple of days. Breakfast of bananas and pineapple, then I set off on my bicycle to explore. In the morning the dirt roads are alive with women walking to market with their produce on their heads, children setting off to school, the occasional spluttering vehicle travelling in its own cloud of dust. I’ve seen parrots, vultures, and yesterday morning, writhing quickly across the path, a thick brown snake.

The nearest village is less than a mile away. Karl promised to introduce me to people but he’s been unwell, so I took myself off there on Saturday, met the Headman (excellent English) and asked him if he could recommend one of his people to teach me Ibo. I asked him the meaning of this word ‘chi’ that we hear all the time – it is a kind of personal guardian angel, associated with light. So the greeting we hear each day, ‘I bola chi?’, which Karl brusquely explained as ‘good morning’, in fact means ‘Have you managed to break through darkness into light?’ What a wonderful Christian greeting!

The village children came flocking round; the little ones are taught there by Jacob, one of Karl’s original twin catechists. He showed me his schoolroom and a tattered selection of ancient reading books. I promised him I’d look into getting him some newer ones. I asked the Headman about farming and he launched into a diatribe about the Dutch missionaries who apparently have various kinds of seeds to give away. He and the elders have rejected their offers because the most important crop is yams and the women can’t see the point of ‘these small trees’. I can’t make out from his description what the trees are (little round fruits with a hard seed you can’t eat?); need to arrange a meeting with the Dutch soon. The stands of palms which soar above other vegetation here are the vital trees, providing both oil and wine; oil is their most precious commodity. (Note: palm oil nuts are surprisingly small and a beautiful dark glossy red, like big old-fashioned rose hips.)

The village itself is made up of walled compounds. Inside each compound is a cluster of wattle and mud buildings: the man’s sleeping hut, the obi where they receive visitors, and the rooms for wife (or wives, more than one is still not uncommon) and children. The huts have oblong window-holes and steeply pitched palm-thatched roofs. Many are in a seriously dilapidated condition.

The village to the north is smaller and less prosperous. They have no school at all, although some of their older boys do attend the mission school. Again the Dutch, working with the Presbyterians, were mentioned; they have visited the village to offer people lifts to a new mother and baby clinic, but it’s miles away. Miriam’s role really will be vital here.

The Standard 6 class is small, twenty-one of them ranging in age from twelve to twenty; at each standard more and more drop out. Which is not surprising in view of the charges to parents – £5 per pupil for Standard 6, and that’s in addition to the education fund to which everyone in the villages is expected to contribute. I feel sure we could get more from the government and take less from the villagers, but I’ll pursue that with Karl when I’ve done a bit of research.

Mark Udom, the other teacher, is a smiling round-faced chap in his late twenties. Not local, I think; his skin is even blacker than the villagers’ and he has the air of an outsider. He wears a brilliantly white shirt and red silk tie to teach in, even on the hottest days. I found him reluctant to talk, which I put down to shyness until Karl told me that Mark was disappointed not to be made senior teacher himself. Personally I can’t see why he wasn’t. He trained at Hope Waddell in Calabar, he has two years’ teaching experience – why should a white boy be brought in over him? Karl says because I have a degree – hardly relevant to primary pupils. There’s the training element of course, I’ll be in charge of the trainee teachers from Umuahia, I’ll oversee their placements here and in the villages. But again there’s no real reason why he couldn’t have done that; indeed, I shall make it my business to see he shares that role and is confident about taking over as head of the school when I move on.

The food we’ve had so far is terrible, mostly tinned (corned beef, spam, peas, tinned tomatoes). There’s no reason on earth why more fresh stuff can’t be bought from the local markets, except for a lingering idea that westerners prefer their own food. I asked Miriam to explain to Luke that we’re happy to try local food, but apparently he’s bewildered by this and will only cook what Miriam specifically tells him to cook – a neat little vicious circle.

There’s a sad-looking vegetable plot at the back of the school. Luke tells me it’s for the mission employees so I asked Karl if I could dig another plot for school students who’re interested in learning about different crops. Besides the seeds I brought from England, I’m ordering a range of seeds from the Umuahia stores: maize, spinach, fluted pumpkin, okra, cassava and melon. Twelve boys from Standard 6 stayed behind this afternoon for the first gardening class. We marked out the plot and two of them scythed it while the others had a lesson on the names and uses of all the implements in the gardening shed. Their enthusiasm is delightful – the four big forks were all quickly seized by boys who wanted to have first go at digging. I offered trowels to Obi and Enuha, but they seemed less keen, although Obi did say that his sister would like to use the trowel.

‘Your sister? Would she like to come to school?’ I’ve been worrying at this problem, the disproportion of girls to boys in school. The Headman agrees that girls need schooling, and claims that most of his villagers think the same, since educated girls fetch higher bride prices. But even in the lower classes the boys outnumber the girls by two to one. When I try to speak to Karl about it he brushes the topic aside, saying that girls are more useful at home than boys, for baby minding, water carrying and firewood gathering. Clearly we will have to find ways of persuading them; so if Obi makes a start with his sister, I shall be very pleased.

February 2, 1962

When Miriam told me she thought she might be pregnant, my first reaction was panic – it’s too soon, we’re not even settled in, how will we be able to manage? But something in me has taken the news and feasted joyfully upon it, so that when she came in from the clinic last night with the result of her test I felt ready to burst with happiness. Her period was already late when we arrived here, but she put that down to the excitement and disturbance of the move, and it was only a few days ago that she even thought of pregnancy.

It’s right; it’s the right time, it’s the right thing to happen. We were up talking about it half the night. Everything is new now, everything is growing and changing: our lives, our work, the things we can achieve for God through our individual contributions at the school and clinic, and our joint contribution to the work of the mission – it is entirely appropriate that there should be a new baby as well. And isn’t the healthy presence of her own child likely to do more to win the confidence of young mothers than months of earnest explanations about prevent ative medicine?

Miriam’s own reaction was like mine – shock to begin with, turning swiftly to gratefulness and delight. It is as if the child is somehow His seal of approval. We knelt together this morning and thanked Him from our hearts.

Warmth and joy from everyone in the compound except Karl. Who at least had the decency to wait till he saw me on my own before mentioning tropical diseases, infant mortality, etc, and suggesting I should send her home to have it. I pointed out that African women don’t have the option of whipping off to high-tech western hospitals to have their babies. To which he replied,

‘Your principles may be egalitarian, but you insult both Miriam and the local women by imagining them to be the same.’

I held my tongue, but it saddens me that he feels the need to patronise me in this way.


Anne wakes again at the same time the following night. Two a.m. after two and a half hours’ sleep. Why? She lies in the insistent blackness of her cabin, willing the outline of her window to appear; it must be a shade or two lighter than the walls, surely, even though the container is there? But when she turns on the lamp she realises the window is further along the wall than she remembered, she doesn’t even have the shape of the room properly in her head.

The image of the black man is haunting her. Surely it was a dream? He stands, hand half raised to catch her attention, to gesture backwards to whatever trouble it is he needs her help for. He needs her for something serious. How could she have run away like that? How come she hasn’t thought of him all day? Why didn’t she tell someone or ask someone or do something to make sure he was all right? He didn’t want to harm her – look how hesitant he was – how dare she pretend to have been frightened by him?

She imagines Father’s disappointment. He’s looking at her with that very slightly puzzled look, almost kindly; he is mystified. ‘But why didn’t you ask him what was wrong? Surely you could have done that?’ Always so immediately able to spot the right thing to do, as if it was obvious – it is obvious, she tells herself furiously. I must go now and see if the man is all right.

It is not a good decision, she knows that even as she dresses. Why she has not dealt with it in daylight, with the humdrum running of the ship all around her, sailors coming and going, people to turn to – god only knows. In daylight it never even entered her head.

There’s nothing to be afraid of. She will go down to the third deck, walk to the laundry room, past it if necessary, check that all is quiet and well – and then return to bed. There’s nothing else to do. Of course he won’t be there again. The trouble, whatever it was, will have been re solved – even to go there is silly; she dodged it yesterday and now the time is gone. She runs down the stairs quickly, nobody will see her, she’ll be back in bed in no time. When it is done it can be forgotten, a small bad taste.

At the bottom of the third set of stairs she pushes through the heavy self-closing door and turns right along the corridor. This is where she stood as he spoke to her; this is where she turned to see him running after her; this is the laundry room doorway, where she first saw a movement off to her left. Everything is still and quiet. She passes green door after green door. Who are they all for? She has seen no more than half a dozen crew moving about the ship; and the other two passengers are in a cabin like hers, on deck. What is behind all these doors?

The corridor ends in stairs down. There are double doors, hooked open. She hesitates at the top, peering down, glances back over her shoulder at the silent empty corridor, then begins to descend, half crouching to see what is down there. The stairs let into a huge open area like a car deck on a ferry. The dim lighting reveals piles of sacks, and containers with black chasms of shadow between them.

As she looks, the Nigerian suddenly emerges at the bottom of the stairs. She can’t prevent a little gasp, an involuntary retreat back up one step. The voice of contempt in her head; oh, how surprising. You came to look for this man and now you’ve found him. What a nasty shock. She forces herself to go down two steps. He’s nodding at her.

‘Thank you. This way.’ It’s as if no time has elapsed since last night. Before she has responded he turns and heads towards the shadow between containers. She forces herself down the steps and after his retreating back. As she moves into the darkness she thinks, anything could happen. No one knows I’m here. But the man is moving on quickly in front of her, along the narrow gaps between containers – already her view back to the stairs is blocked, it is too late to ask for help. She can’t not follow – he is a magnet, she’s dragged across the iron floor unable to resist. The light gets dimmer, there are smells; sacking, dust, the bitter tang of cocoa. He must be some kind of watchman. That’s it. He must be a watchman on the cargo deck, he probably has to sleep here to guard the cargo, perhaps he’s made a mistake and is afraid of getting into trouble. It will only take a moment to set him straight.
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